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Clausens on the Move:
Chicago, St. Ansgar, Virginia,
1870-1873
Edited by J.R. CHRISTIANSON
Translated by ERIK CHRISTIANSON,
J.R. CHRISTIANSON AND PAUL CHRISTIANSON
Few Danes in America have been as influential in
Scandinavian American life as Claus Laurits Clausen.
From his arrival in Wisconsin in 1843 until his retirement in Minnesota more than forty years later, C. L.
Clausen was a central figure in the life of Norwegians
and Danes throughout the United States of America. H.
Fred Swansen' s biography remains the standard work
on Clausen's life in English, 16 but an earlier biography in
Danish contains important documentary material, 1 and
there are numerous biographical sketches, including a
particularly sensitive one by Clausen's son-in-law,
Svein Strand. 1 s
As early as 1846, J. W. C. Dietrichson wrote about
Clausen in a published work, referring to him as the first
properly ordained pastor to Norwegians in America,S
and Clausen was long considered as such. 1 3 The
primary source on Clausen's ordination is S0ren Bache' s
diary from 1843. 2 More recent writers on Norwegian
American church history have emphasized Clausen's
pastoral role and his leadership of a "middle way,"
working for church unity, between the more extreme
elements on right and left. 10
P. S. Vig wrote a valuable biographical sketch which
described Clausen's central position in Danish American
church history. 11 Enok Mortensen later threw new light
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on this aspect of Clausen's achievement. 9 Kristian Hvidt
and George R. Nielsen have placed him in the broader
context of Danish American history 7 12 while Theodore
C. Blegen has done the same in terms of Norwegian
American history 4 and Carlton C. Qualey has described
his role in the establishment of Norwegian American
settlements. 14
With his first wife, Martha Rasmussen, C. L. Clausen
had one surviving son, Martin Nicolai Clausen, born in
1846. Young Martin attended Luther College in
Decorah, Iowa, a Norwegian American institution
which his father had helped to found. 1 1 Martin accompanied his father on a trip to Europe in 1867 and then
remained in Denmark to pursue his studies. The
following three letters from his half-brother,
Carl
Clausen, were written to Martin N. Clausen while he
was in Denmark.
The years following C. L. Clausen's return to
America in 1867 were extremely difficult ones for him.
Twenty-five years earlier, he had become the pastor of
the first Norwegian Lutheran congregation in America.
Fifteen years earlier, he had been among the founders of
the Norwegian Lutheran Synod in America. In 1851, he
had been the first Lutheran clergyman to visit the
Scandinavian settlements and explore the unsettled
lands west of the Mississippi. 13 In 1853, he had been the
leader in founding the settlement of St. Ansgar, Iowa ,
and had become the first resident pastor of the
Norwegian Synod west of the Mississippi. St. Ansgar
had grown into the nucleus of an immense field of
Danish and Norwegian settlements in north-central
Iowa and adjacent parts of Minnesota. 14 Among those
who had helped to lead the migration from Luther
Valley, Wisconsin, to St. Ansgar in 1853 was Mikkel
Tollefson Rust. Over the years, Clausen 's family circle
in St. Ansgar had come to include his own brother and
family, and his second wife 's relatives , the Br<Ekkes.
Now, in the summer of 1868, after a long controversy
over the correct theological view of slavery, C . L.
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Clausen resigned from the Norwegian Synod (sometimes referred to in those days as the "Wisconsin
Synod") and broke with his Norwegian pastoral
colleagues, some of whom he had known for a quarter
of a century. Since boyhood, his health had always been
precarious, and the strain of the controversy had
destroyed it. Nonetheless, Clausen remained amazingly
active. In 1868, he helped to establish an organization
called the Scandinavian Educational Society to promote
a variety of educational goals including Scandinavian
professorships at state universities. C. L. Clausen also
played a leading role in the formation of a new national
church body called the Conference for the NorwegianDanish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, and in
1870, he was elected the first president of this body.
By 1872, however, the precarious state of his health
led his doctors to advise a move to a milder climate near
the sea. Clausen felt constrained to resign as president of
the Conference and as pastor of St. Ansgar. With his
whole family and household, he moved to Virginia. His
own health did improve in the milder climate of that
state,
although
his wife's health unfortunately
deteriorated. In 1878, the Clausens returned to the
Midwest. C. L. Clausen spent the remainder of his
active career as pastor to a group of congregations
around Austin and Blooming Prairie, Minnesota. These
were among the many congregations he had founded
during his earlier days at St. Ansgar.
The three letters translated below were written by C.
L. Clausen's son, Carl (Charles) Clausen, during the
years 1870-1873. Shortly after the death of his first wife,
C. L. Clausen had married a prosperous Norwegian
American widow, Bergetha Br~kke,
whose first
husband had been H. E. Hjort. C. L. Clausen and
Birgetha Br~kke had four sons, including Carl Clausen,
who eventually became the State Auditor of the state of
Washington. The Clausens also adopted a daughter,
Gunhild, who eventually married Pastor Svein Strand.
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In 1872, these children accompanied their parents from
Iowa to Virginia.
During his days as a student at Luther College,
Martin N. Clausen had been friends with a fellow
student, Rasmus B. Anderson, who soon became a
leading figure among the Norwegians in America. 6
Anderson and C. L. Clausen worked together in
establishing the Scandinavian Educational Society in
1868. At that time, Anderson was teaching at a private
school in Wisconsin called Albion Academy. He
attracted many Scandinavian American students to the
school, including Carl Clausen from St. Ansgar.
However, Anderson eventually clashed with the
administration and was dismissed from the facuity.
Most of the Scandinavian students then transferred to
Marshall Academy nearby, while Anderson himself
went off to begin a new stage in his career at the
University of Wisconsin.
Among the others who were active in founding the
Scandinavian Educational Society in 1868 were William
and Ferdinand S. Winslow, two prominent Danish
American brothers from Chicago. F. S. Winslow, a
banker, became secretary of the new society, and C. L.
Clausen became its president. They became good
friends. Carl Clausen worked for a time in the Winslow
bank and was there during the Franco-Prussian war of
1870. Denmark had fought her own humiliating war
with Prussia in 1864, and the Danes in America hoped,
ardently but in vain, for a Prussian defeat in 1870.
The Winslows had lost a brother on the battlefield of
Dybbol in 1864. Their own personal tragedy came with
the failure of the Winslow bank in the aftermath of the
great Chicago fire of 1871. Before the fire, C. L. Clausen
had gotten wind - presumably through F. S. Winslow
- of an opportunity to buy an old cotton plantation,
Milton Hall, in the northern neck of Virginia. Winslow
had offered to help finance the deal, and Clausen had
gone ahead with it. When the Winslow bank failed,
however, Clausen was also left in difficult financial
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straits, and it proved impossible to make a living on the
worn-out plantation. William Winslow joined him for a
time in Virginia, but Clausen eventually had to give up
the plantation.
The following three letters from Carl Clausen to
Martin Nicolai Clausen are part of a rather extensive
collection of Clausen family papers in the archives of
Luther College, Decorah, Iowa. These letters have the
archival numbers 93:4:22, 93:5:4 and 93:5: 10. They are
written in a clear hand in the Dano-Norwegian
language. The first letter was translated mainly by Paul
Christianson, the second by Erik Christianson, and the
third by J. R. Christianson, who also edited all of the
translations, wrote the introduction and compiled the
bibliography.
I.
Chicago, Ill., August 1, 1870
Dear Martin,
I have long thought that I should write to you, and I
have begun several times, but nothing has ever come of
it, but because I have just received a letter from Father,
asking me to write to you, I will seriously try to write a
few lines.
I am healthy and well have been since you left. I hope
the same is true of you. Father writes that everyone is
healthy at home, too. Father has been plagued by the
heat wave we had here for a while, but he is now quite
well again, although he is bothered by his old affliction,
as you remember, headaches.
I hardly know what to write about that will interest
you but will first give you a short description of my life
story since we parted from one another. The winter
after you left, I went down to Albion, Wisconsin, to
school, where as you probably remember, your old
friend, Rasmus Anderson, was then a teacher. I was
there the whole winter, and I liked it very much. We
had a very good school and very good teachers. They
were very fond of him there, and he is one of the best
teachers I have ever had. During the summer vacation, I
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traveled home but went there again the following
winter. Because Anderson left Albion, however, I left
too and went to school in a little town not far from
there, called Marshall. I liked it quite well there, too, but
not as well as Albion. The following summer, instead of
going back home again, I hired out to work there in the
neighborhood, intending to go back to school there the
next fall. But the school was sold to the Norwegian
Augustana Synod, so I decided to go home. On the way
home, I stopped in Madison to visit Anderson, who was
then already teaching at the University. He went there
directly from Albion and entered as a student in the
upper classes. At the end of the term, he took his exams
and was immediately hired as a teacher, and he is still
there and is very well liked. Instead of going home, he
talked me into staying at the university. I stayed there
for a term. Then I made a short visit home because I had
been away for a whole year. Then I went back to
Madison again, last January, but instead of attending
the university, I enrolled in a commercial school, where
I also completed the course. As soon as I had finished, I
got a job as bookkeeper in a store, where I worked for a
couple of months. In the meantime, Father had gotten a
place for me with Ferd. Winslow, who as you may
know has a bank here, and because it was his desire to get
me down here, I came down here. I have now been here
for two months. I now have the lowest job in the bank
but hope to get a better position in time. I like the
business very well, but the city very little. I think that
when I become better acquainted, I will like it better.
We have also had a terrible heat wave here, so I have
not felt well since I came. But it is better now, and I feel
more satisfied. I was very lucky to find a good place to
live here, together with seven young Danes. Some of
them are in Winslow's employ, and they are all very fine
people.
I have not been home since last January, so I am just
like a stranger in St. Ansgar. You should see how it has
changed. I could hardly find my way around when I
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was last there. They have already gotten a railroad
there, and St. Ansgar had more than doubled in size. It
has grown and grown since then, and I am sure that you
will not be able to recognize it when you return there.
Instead of wild prairies, you see cultivated farms. You
cannot imagine how it has changed. You will find
almost all of your old friends, but some of them have
changed. At Br~kkes' they are all the same as ever.
None of the girls are married yet, and it does not appear
that they will be in the near future. I receive occasional
letters from Anne and Bella. They are both quite well.
Anne is generally at our place, as previously. Bent has
been out, working for others, most of the time in recent
years. Everything is going well for Per, as usual. Birgith
is at home, and she is still the same as she has been for as
long as I can remember her. Uncle and Aunt are both
still living, but they are starting to get old and feeble.
They, the Olsens, the Rusts and all our other old
acquaintances up there are well, as far as I know. I have
often wished that I could live up there instead of here,
for I will never like it here as well as I like it there. No, I
have no desire to live in a city like this. St. Ansgar is big
enough for me.
There has been a lot of excitement here in the city
because of the war in Europe. The Germans here have
caused much noise and stir. They have collected a
great deal of money to the aid of the Prussians. The
Americans seem mainly to sympathize with the
Prussians, especially the Republican party. Scandinavians, on the other hand, especially Danes, sympathize
with the French and hope that the Prussians are
whipped. They are going to have a meeting tomorrow
to express their sympathies. How is it in Denmark? Here
they expect every day, and even wish, that she will take
the side of France. Those I live with here are all very
enthusiastic. Two of them were lieutenants in the
Danish army in the last war. Their names are Larsen
and Gandil. One was a courtier in Denmark; his name is
Krieger. They are all devoted to their old fatherland and
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wish it all possible good fortune. Almost all of them are
musical, and we occasionally have some very good
music, since we have a piano here in the house.
Have you forgotten your American music yet? You
have probably had so much better music over there that
you no longer care for the American. I sent you some
pieces a while ago but have not heard from you since
then. Did they reach you? I wish you would send me
some good Danish pieces, and I should like to send you
some American if you wish.
When do you plan to come over here again, or have
you fall en so deeply in love with Denmark that you
cannot leave her? I hope, though, that it is not too long
before we have the pleasure of seeing you here among us
again. I believe that it would also be Father's fondest
wish to see you here again. Yes, dear Martin, the past
years have been hard for our dear father because of his
battle with the Wisconsin (i.e., Norwegian) Synod. As
you probably know, he separated himself from it two
years ago and has since stood quite alone. Yes, it is
remarkable that he has held up so well in his work. If he
ever has had need of help, it is now, and you would be
his best assistance. Yes, it would make him happy to
have you with him, that I know. He has also sometimes
expressed the hope that you would come this year.
But now I must break off my simple letter for this
time. I am ashamed of it but hope that you will be so
kind as to excuse its faults. Write a reply immediately,
and write to father as well. You can give him the
pleasure of hearing from you occasionally. Hoping to
hear from you, I remain your devoted brother,
Carl Clausen.
My address is: In care of F. S. Winslow
No. 2 South Clark St.
Chicago, Ill.
I saw our cousin, Marie Clausen, who came over here
last year, when I was home. She is quite pleased to be
over here. She is now in Osage to learn English from our
old teacher, Bush. I hardly became acquainted with her,
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though, because I was only home a very short time. She
seems to be a very nice girl, and my parents like her
quite well.
II.
St. Ansgar, Dec. 31st 1871
Dear Martin,
I have long thought that I should write to you but
have not gotten beyond the thought, but now I will
finally actually write, even though it might not be too
much.
All of us here at home are quite well. Father was
feeling quite well all fall, but recently he has been worse.
He has lately been plagued by something like a stroke
on the one side, as you may know. Until now, he had
not been bothered by this since last spring, when he had
a hard attack of the same kind. Now he has had two
attacks, pretty close together and pretty severe, too.
The doctors say there is nothing that can be done for it,
and if it should keep on, that there is danger that it will
eventually kill him. He has been advised to avoid all
work that will put stress upon the brain, and also to
travel to where he can be nearer the sea. He has already
asked the congregation to look for a new pastor and has
considered traveling out west next summer, as far as
Washington Territory, to see if he can find a good place
for a home, though nothing is decided yet. He is now
quite well, and I only hope this will continue. Mother is
rather well, although she is bothered with rheumatism
now and then. She was really ill last September, and we
hardly thought she would survive, but she recuperated
and has felt pretty well recently. Otherwise, things are
well, and may these lines also find you vigorous and
well.
I have now been home since last July. Father and I
took a trip out to Colorado in that month, partly for
the sake of his health and also to look around. We were
up in the mountains to look around and had an
enjoyable trip. We also got to see the gold mines and
how they work- there. The land out there is very wild,
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and it will probably stay that way, at least a large part
of it, for there is very litt]e water and wood. The soil
itself is said to be very good, though. I am now teaching
school over at Haugerud's. I have done so for two
months and have three left, that is to say, five in all. I
get $35 per month. I really like the job. What I will do
when school is out I do not know. If Father travels out
west, then maybe I will have to go with him.
Here in St. Ansgar, there is very little to tell about. St.
Ansgar has come to a standstill, and I am afraid it will
stay where it is now. There is talk about getting another
railroad to come here next summer, and if that happens,
there might be prospects for a better future here. All
your old friends and acquaintances are as they have
been. At Rusts', Br<Ekkes' and Olsens' all is well. Anne
Br<Ekke and Marie Clausen are up in St. Paul,
Minnesota, where they have been for almost a year.
Otherwise, there is no news.
Since it is the last day of the year 1871 and we will
already be in the new year when you get these lines, I
want to wish you a happy and blessed new year! May
you have good fortune and happiness in all that you do
in the new year, dear Martin, is the wish of all of us. We
had hoped to see you again during the present year
which is now run out, but we did not have that
pleasure. I hope, though, that when the next new year
comes, we can all be together here at home once again.
If you have any love remaining for your old home and
for your good father, then come home as soon as you
can, Martin. None of us knows how long we will have
him with us, and since he has done so much for us, I
think that one of the greatest responsibilities we have is
to try to help lighten his load, now when he needs it so
much. Let us at least hear from you more often.
A short time ago, we received a letter from your
cousin, Sine Rasmussen, and learned for the first time
that your engagement was broken. For your sake, we
were sorry to hear it, and she wrote that it caused you
much sorrow. Do not take it too hard, Martin, because
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it is much better this way than it would have been if you
had married and had been continually unhappy. Of
course, it is hard enough, nonetheless, but He who
directs all things does so for the best. We had looked
forward to seeing you here with your wife, and I hope
that day will still come.
I have one more piece of news to tell which may
please you; in any case, I hope it will. I have also
become engaged, namely with Bella Br~kke. You
probably remember her, though she has undoubtedly
also changed a bit since you saw her. I have always
liked her and have known her all my life. I also feel very
happy to have her love, and I believe that she will
always make me happy. If only I could be certain that I
can do the same for her! May God will it so. Mother and
Father are both pleased about it. The date for the
wedding has not yet been set because we are both
young. If we decide to move away from here, then it
might be next year. Hurry and come home for my
wedding. Next time I write, I will try to send a picture of
her, for I have no good ones now.
Now I must conclude for this time. I have only
written a little, but there is nothing more to write, so
you must excuse me. Do not let me wait too long for a
letter from you, but write soon. Everybody sends their
fondest regards with the hope that we will soon hear
from you. Write again soon to
Your devoted brother,
Carl Clausen
The winter has been unusually long and hard here. We
now have around two feet of snow.
III.
Milton Hall, Va.
Feb. 13th, 1873
Dear Martin!
I have wanted to write to you for a long time, but
unfortunately nothing came of it. But now I have put it
off long enough, in fact too long, so now I am finally
doing it.
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As you can see, we have already come down here to
our new home. We left St. Ansgar the third of
November and had a very pleasant trip. We had to stay
a week in Baltimore because it took a long time for our
clothing to arrive, and therefore, we did not arrive here
before the thirteenth of that month, or exactly four
months ago today. Of course, it was hard to leave St.
Ansgar, and there were many who did not want us to
leave, but after the decision had been made, then it had
to be that way. We traveled by way of Niagara Falls, so
we got to look around quite a bit, and because we were
in Baltimore so long, we also had an opportunity really
to see that city. All of us like it quite well here, and we
all especially like the place where we live, Milton Hall.
It lies on the Rappahannock River and consists of 580
acres of land, of which around 200 is very good forest
land. The rest is said to be very good land, and although
it has been much abused in recent years, it can recover
with proper care and become a splendid farm.
Somebody once offered $30,000 for it, so you can see
that it has been and can be good and fair. Father paid
$7000 for it, which was considered very cheap, and just
after he bought it, he was offered $10,000 for it. The
house we live in is brick, 24'x54 and two stories over a
basement. The house is both handsome and good and
lies along the river, so that we have a very good view
over the water. The river is about two and a half miles
wide here, and we can see about ten miles downriver.
There is also another very good house, here on the
property, in addition to a number of smaller huts in
which Negroes live, and there is a wharf where the
steamer regularly lands. The river gives us oysters and
many kinds of very good fish. Indeed, it is by catching
oysters that the Negroes earn their living here, and
therefore, they work a good deal at it. There are always
boats here from the big cities, fishing oysters, and that
also makes things more lively. We can get many kinds
of fruit here, but unfortunately, there are not many fruit
trees here on our property, but it is our intention to
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plant some very soon. There are a few here, though,
which are said to bear well, so we will probably taste
some this summer. Fruit is one of the most profitable
crops here. There could probably be more here to write
about, which might be of interest to you, but that will
have to wait until another time. I cannot omit writing a
little about the weather, though. While they were
having the most severe winter in memory in Iowa and
Minnesota this year, and many people and animals have
frozen to death, we can hardly be said to have had a
winter here. We have had a few chilly days, but most of
the time since we came here, we have had good, warm
weather. The past week, we have had much rain, but so
far, almost no snow. Mother, who was plagued so much
by rheumatism in Iowa, has not yet been bothered
by it here. Father has also been much better since we
came here, and we are all vigorous and well, so we hope
that this will be a healthy place. But enough of this for
this time.
I have some news to tell you, namely that I am now
married. I was married on October 19 of last year to
Bella Br~kke, whom you may remember. She is also
here, is doing well, and sends you her friendly regards.
Anne also came with us and is still here. She also asks
me to send her regards. Father asks me to send his
regards and says that he wrote to you from here in
Virginia last summer, after Mr. Clausen brought him a
letter from you, but that he has not yet received a reply.
He did not think he would write to you anymore
because you never answer his letters, but he hopes that
you will let us hear something from you, and then it will
be a pleasure for him to write to you. Indeed, why can
you not let us hear from you now and then, dear
Martin? You know that we would very much like to
hear from you, and I think you owe it to our dear
father to write more often. We think and speak often
of you, dear Martin, and always think of you with love,
and you do not know how happy you would make us if
you would show us we are not forgotten. Yes, let us
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hear from you quite soon. All send you their fondest
regards, and last of all, let me send my fondest regards.
Your devoted brother,
Carl Clausen
I am also sending you Bella's portrait. Do you
recognize her? When are you coming here?
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